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1. BACKGROUND 
The Murray Marathon is a canoe race that covers 404km of the Murray River starting at 
Yarrawonga in the east and heading downstream to the west at Swan Hill.  There is a section of the 
River through the Torrumbarry Weir that is skipped.   

The event celebrated its 40th year in 2008 and has been a major fundraiser for the Red Cross over 
that period.  This year the event raised AUD430k.  Next year the YMCA will take over the 
organising and running of the event and had a representative at the briefing to encourage 
participation in 2009.   

 
Evening Briefing at Tocumwal 

At the briefing we were told it was the largest ever field with 1066 participants.  There is also a 
large supporting group of volunteers and support crew.  The entire entourage is around 8000 people 
who move along the River.  The locals appreciate the event for the influx of visitors it brings. 

 
Regional Map (Southeast Australia) 

This was my third attempt at the race and the first time I have completed the full distance.  Heat 
fatigue caused my demise within 45km of the finish in 2005 and a holed boat took me out on Day2 
in 2006.  I did not compete in 2007. 



  

 

2. MY RACE 
My total race time was officially 36:46:48 giving an average of 10.98kph.  I was allocated to the 
over 50 unrestricted group.  I was in 53rd of the 119 full distance non-relay paddlers who finished 
Day 2 and expect final corrected time of 30:9:32 would place me in the middle of field.  Tony 
Zerbst was the handicap winner with a corrected time of 25:51:58 and an actual time of 31:32:41.  
He paddled in the TK1/Over 50 class.  Willy Morris on his OC1/Over 50 was just nudged out of 
first place on handicap.  His actual time was 34:32:30.   

2.1. DAY 1 – YARRAWONGA TO TOCUMWAL 

The boats start in groups broadly related to expected average speed.  So the veteran full-distance 
single boats start first at 7:00am and starting slots at 10 minute intervals till 8:40am.  The fastest 
boats are usually the 4-man kayaks operating in relay from each of the 4 check points of each leg.  I 
was allocated to the 7:30am start time on each day.  

 
Day 1 First Group 7:00am 

My plan was to carry enough water and food to continue to the finish line each day without 
stopping at any check point.  This saves time for the minor disadvantage of carrying a little extra 
weight. 

I had an eventful start on Day 1.  I managed to submerge an outrigger while fiddling with a rudder 
line.  I had to unclip and bail out to avoid a full roll.  I managed to jump straight back on and was on 
the far shore so not many saw what occurred and may have thought I was just cooling down.  It is 
common to douse the clothing with water at the start to stay cool but it was not a hot day. 

Once I got started I realised I had not started the lap timer on the GPS so did this about 2 minutes 
in.  By this time heart rate was around 150bpm and pace was under 12kph so I felt something was 
wrong.  Soon realised there was a lot of weed about and it was beginning to foul the prop.  This was 
a real concern because I had not expected the high level of weed.  Fortunately it reduced as I moved 
downstream from the Yarrawonga Weir.  I settled into a pace just over 12kph at 135bpm. 



  

 

 
Day 1 GPS Trace 

Another concern struck about one hour in when the prop jagged a log.  It was a severe hit and bent 
the blade at 45 degrees.  I could still make way but efficiency was way down so I went to the shore 
to see what could be done.  I managed to straighten it using my foot as a fulcrum and levering on 
the blade.  It worked as well as new. 

My condition remained strong until the wind built in the afternoon and I became force limited with 
the loading on my knees.  I had a pit stop for a minute or two about 50km from the start.  

 
First Leg 

The temperature increased from low 20s to high 20s during the day.  

The day is nominated as 94km but I recorded 91.7km on the GPS.  My official time was 8:23:14.  
GPS average was 10.93kph.  



  

 

2.2. DAY 2 – TOCUMWAL TO PICNIC POINT 

Day 2 promised similar conditions with expectations of slightly higher wind. 

I pushed up to 140bpm to hold 12kph till I cleared the group.  This gives clear water and more room 
to dodge logs.  As the wind strengthened I wilted with a concern about my knees.  I also felt I was 
not being nourished well enough and began nibbling on some beef jerky.  This improved my energy 
level and I also put more effort into dousing my legs with water to keep them cool.  This eased the 
knee pain and I got more confident loading them up.  

 
Day 2 GPS Trace 

The temperature again increased from low 20s to high 20s during the day.  

The day is nominated as 96km but I recorded 93.6km on the GPS.  My official time was 8:32:35.  
GPS average was 10.82kph.  I was pleased with the time given the wind and load on my knees. 

Generally I could gain on single kayakers in the strong wind without any extra aerobic input but it 
was not good for my knees.  I was thinking I might be over propped. 

I had one incident with the prop striking a log but it did not alter performance noticeably.  At the 
end of the day I could visually detect a slight bend in the blade that I was able to correct with a little 
assistance. 

 



  

 

 
Moving into line for Day 2 Start 

 
Second Leg 

2.3. DAY 3 – PICNIC POINT TO ECHUCA 

Forecast for the day was for even cooler weather with wind strengthening and it proved to be so. 

The first couple of hours of this leg provides an exciting ride.  The river narrows between tall river 
gums that provide a complete canopy in some places.  The logs can be a concern because they can 
span the entire width.  The current reaches 3kph in places and there are back eddies that spin fast 
enough to throw the boat off line.  The northern shore has camping grounds right to the water’s 
edge for quite a distance. 



  

 

 
Forming up for Day 3 Start 

 
Day 3 GPS Trace 

Generally I felt better nourished through the day and I was managing the knees OK.  I kept up my 
normal food intake plus a little beef jerky to nibble on.  



  

 

The day is nominated as 76km but I recorded 77.4km on the GPS.  My official time was 6:57:14.  
GPS average was 11.03kph.   

The river widens at Echuca and the current slows so the assistance reduces.  The squally conditions 
with strong gusts and rain toward the end made it a battle but I pushed harder to compensate. 

By the end of Day 3 you feel you are over the hump and fleetingly wonder if you have not been 
given your fair share of torture for the day.  The feelings of Day 1 that you will never try this again 
begin to fade and you start thinking about what could be done better for the next tilt. 

 
Third Leg 

 
Bob & Gwyn finish Day 3 

Bob Vincent and Gwyn Hayman came from Canada to compete in the event and played cat and 
mouse with me on three of the five days.  They started in the group behind me but caught me on 
four days but I managed to get by them on Day 3 with my strong run home.  They placed 4th on 
handicap and had a race time of 35:23:04.  The raced in the C2/Mixed Over 50 class.  



  

 

2.4. DAY 4 – ECHUCA TO TORRUMBARRY 

Day 4 was a killer day for the wind as it came in early and persisted for most of the day.  There was 
real relief only when the river meandered downwind.  This was rare as the general direction was 
windward.   

Willy Morris commented that it was the fourth day that took away first place.  The OC1 paddlers sit 
high over the hull and the outrigger adds considerably more windage.  They struggle in strong wind. 

 
GPS Trace Day 4 

The river is also wide for most of the leg and offers little current assist.  Although the shortest leg it 
was the most gruelling for me with my knees limiting my power input. 

The day is nominated as 63km but I was delighted to realise at the last check point that it was going 
to be much less with 58.6km eventually showing on the GPS.  My official time was 6:13:04.  GPS 
average was a dismal 9.46kph.   

The day is deemed “Red Day” in recognition of the red cross.  I wore my red ‘T’ shirt to the starting 
line.  Others were much more artistic.  Our starter and organiser, Paul, dressed as a red-coat soldier. 



  

 

 
The Starters Gun 

 
Fourth Leg 

2.5. DAY 5 - MURRABIT TO SWAN HILL 

Arriving at the starting site for the final leg reminded me of my first attempt and the poor condition 
I was in at the same time in 2005.   

At the end of Day 4 in 2005 I could not eat but in 2008 I could eat anything.  I was surprised by my 
general fitness.  My recovery was quite fast after each day and I was eating a wide variety of fruit 
and hearty high protein meals.  On the scales after my return I was the same weight as when I left.  
In 2005 I lost 3 to 4kg. 

Day 5 was memorable because it was the first time I had been through most of it.  The river narrows 
and current assist is quite strong.  I pushed out hard to avoid the pack and I held above 130bpm for 



  

 

the first 2 hours, averaging over 11kph in that time.  I managed to hold around 125bpm for most of 
the remaining distance. 

The day is nominated as 75km while the GPS recorded 73.7km.  My official time was 6:40:41.  
GPS average was 10.99kph indicating I finished strongly but I did not have much in reserve at the 
line.  

 
GPS Trace Day 5 

Starter/Organiser Paul Leading Out for Home 

 

 

 



  

 

 
Fifth & Final Leg 

3. CAMPING 
The serious participants camp at designated camping areas located close to each start or finish point.  
My minimum camp requirement is three and half stars. 

My support crew and I stayed in Cobram for the first two nights booking into the Charles Sturt 
Motor Inn located in Mookaril Street.  Cobram is roughly midway between Yarrawonga and 
Tocumwal so the drive to the start on Day 1 and Day 2 is roughly 30 minutes.  The food in the pub 
next to the motel is honest, nourishing and a bargain price. 

For the second and third nights we stayed in the Sundowner Nirebo Motel in the heart of Echuca.  It 
is very comfortable four star accommodation, close to an array of fine places to eat.  Echuca was 
one of Australia’s largest ports and has a proud history.  The town welcomes visitors and is bustling 
during the festive season. 

Nirebo Echuca Dawn at Kerang Valley Resort 

The last night we moved down river to the Kerang Valley Resort.  It does not quite make my 3.5 
star rating because it is older style but still very comfortable with good parking.  It features Bartts 
Restaurant that offers a simple menu with well prepared meals.  They could plan better for the 
marathoners with one or two more restaurant staff. 



  

 

4. THE BOAT 
I am pleased with the way V11J performed.  It received a lot of positive attention and praise.  I 
think there are many people believing I am much fitter and stronger than I am.  I would not want a 
paddler to try the boat because they might realise I have an unfair advantage. 

The drive system worked extremely well.  The 8mm spring steel shaft feels firm and smooth and 
can really apply power efficiently.  I never pushed to full power but could easily reach 16kph with 
current assist.  The prop exposure remains an issue and is something to work on to reduce the risk 
of damage.  Prop fouling was a tolerable annoyance with the prop easy to clean by hand.  More 
weed and it would become a serious impediment.  

The dipping rudders got favourable comments from people drafting me as they could see they were 
only used when needed.  Steering was as good as it needed to be. 

5. SUPPORT CREW 
The whole 2008 tilt at the River would not have been a consideration for me without the support 
provided by my dear wife Rhonda.  I concentrated on the boat and my health and she looked after 
the rest.  It was her decision to spend the last night in Kerang to avoid a long drive to the start on 
Day 5 and this was a good choice.  She looked after the finances and provisions day-to-day.  She 
provided the photos.  She did the fetch and carry of incidentals at the start and finish. 

 
Rhonda relaxing during the Briefing 

She did overhear a couple competing on a twin surf ski trying to find a volunteer to drive their car 
from the start to the finish as they did not have support crew and this has given her ideas for next 
year so she may be looking for a way out.  On the other hand her sister Gaye has indicated she 
would like to visit the Murray next year and following along with the marathoners sounds like fun 
to her.   



  

 

Not really decided yet if the MM will be on my 2009 things to-do list.  It will mean a new boat of 
course – leaner and meaner.  And I would not contemplate it unless I am fitter.  Day 1 you wonder 
why on earth would anyone do this – particularly me.  Day 3 you are fleetingly starting to feel 
cheated because the distance is shorter and on Day 4 you are thinking about the next boat.  It is a 
good experience and no tougher than you make it.  

The organisers do a tremendous job.  There is consistent banter on the water and competitors 
continually encourage and support each other.  Drafting is appreciated and rewarded by taking 
turns. It is a fun event. 

An area for improvement is better crowd control at finish lines with regard to removing boats from 
the water where the water access is limited.  It is a tough ask to negotiate a 7.2m long boat with 2m 
beam up a steep ramp through a crowd of screaming kids after you have put in for 8+hours. 
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